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Tool Report: Social Feed Manager
By Chris Prom, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
Tool Report: Social Feed Manager
In their daily lives, many Americans access or post 
information using social media. In addition, many busi-
nesses, politicians, celebrities, government agencies, media 
companies, and nonprofit organizations use social media 
to publicize their activities, to share information with 
members of the public, or to influence public opinion. 
This activity is part of our cultural landscape, but it takes 
on new meaning when viewed from an archivist’s perspec-
tive. Whenever a person or organization posts something 
using a social media service, they create a data point that 
documents a personal or corporate activity, event, commu-
nication, thought, or opinion. As such, social media posts 
leave real-time traces in the complex Internet ecosystem. A 
single post may reference a blog article, newspaper story, 
press release, or video; posts are reposted, remixed, and 
reused; and people send posts to each other using different 
platforms or messaging applications. Not only do social 
media posts reflect what people think and do, they also 
influence public opinions and perceptions of events. They 
shape history. 
To see the truth of this, one need look no further than 
accounts of prominent individuals including our former 
and especially our current president. Even the accounts of 
everyday citizens offer grist for the mills of those seeking 
to document or understand life in the 21st century. Long 
after a post is shared, it can be difficult to understand 
its original context and significance. A tool developed 
by George Washington University Libraries, Social Feed 
Manager (SFM)1 was created to address this problem. 
SFM makes it possible to capture, preserve, and study the 
constantly evolving documentary evidence that people 
and corporate bodies generate when they use social media 
services to disseminate and share information. 
From September 2016 to June 2017, I served as a consul-
tant investigating the potential uses of SFM in archives 
and special collections libraries. The final report, Social 
Feed Manager: Guide for Building Social Media Archives, 
from which this column is abstracted, is available on 
the SFM Project site.2 The report provides basic advice 
regarding SFM and outlines a few use cases to support 
implementation and use of SFM to collect social media 
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content and make it accessible to future students, scholars, 
and members of the public. 
Getting Started with Social Feed Manager
Capturing everything that relates potentially to tweets 
or other social media is clearly an impossible task. SFM 
allows us to capture a particular representation of a social 
media post and the ecosystem it inhabited, providing a 
point-in-time snapshot. SFM also captures metadata that 
is not readily apparent but which may become essential 
in the future use or interpretation of posts. For example, 
archivists might use SFM to capture the following infor-
mation from tweets:
• The JavaScript Object Notation (JSON)3 version of the 
tweets, which includes associated metadata like screen 
names. It can capture the user profiles in place when 
the tweet was posted as well as provenance metadata 
about the tweet itself (such as the sending device, date 
and time of posting, date and time of capture).
• Copies of specific resources referenced by that tweet, 
such as profile images, embedded videos, and linked 
webpages.
• Retweets, replies, and other mentions of the tweets.
SFM works by sending requests to Twitter’s Application 
Programming Interface (API), then storing responses in 
JSON format. If instructed, SFM can then use the web 
harvester Heritrix4 to request related resources such as em-
bedded images, profile images, and referenced webpages. 
Social Feed Manager is very easy to install and to use. By 
following the instructions in the project documentation, 
individuals can download, install, and test the application 
in about 30 minutes, assuming administrative access to a 
desktop computer and basic familiarity with the command 
line and systems administration functions. In addition, 
SFM can be installed on a dedicated server with a few 
hours of work and support from technical staff. Running 
SFM locally is not recommended for anything other than 
testing purposes. It will not be sufficient for a long-term 
documentation project and would typically allow only 
one user to access the application’s web interface under 
localhost. But it could be useful for experimentation, when 
access to a dedicated web server is not possible or desirable.
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Understanding SFM as a Technology
To take best advantage of SFM and in particular to 
preserve and make use of SFM data outside of the system, 
it is helpful to know the basics of how the application 
works and stores data. SFM uses Docker5 to tie together 
the many technologies necessary to provide an integrated 
harvesting mechanism, database, user interface, and stor-
age service. There is no need for system administrators to 
undertake extensive server configuration, which would be 
very prone to error.
The full SFM report provides a simplified overview of 
preservation-relevant data objects managed by the system, 
including objects managed in the database and in WebAR-
Chive (WARC)6 files. Archivists and other users benefit 
from understanding SFM’s technical model because it 
shapes the ways in which they can collect, preserve, and 
access social media posts. For each harvest, the system 
captures both a WARC file and some metadata about the 
WARC. Each capture is stored in a very systematic way 
and with a JSON representation of the metadata that is 
stored in the database, as shown in figure 1.
In effect, SFM functions like a minimalist repository 
where all relevant data and metadata are combined in 
a single, semantically transparent, and modular pack-
age. The WARC and JSON files compose a submission 
information packet (SIP), to be used when the files are 
ingested into another system. In essence, each collection 
set or collection contains many elements of preservation 
metadata necessary to preserve the content over time and 
to allow users to make claims about their authenticity. 
The fact that SFM keeps so much metadata about its 
actions allows us to differentiate between the social media 
posts that are captured and their value as documentary 
evidence; in other words, between a tweet and what might 
be called a tweet record. Users can know that each tweet is 
an instantiation of a social media post, an outcome from 
the interaction between decisions made by a human user 
and the technology capturing the posts, at a particular 
point in time. 
(Continued on page 24)
Figure 1. SFM data storage on file system
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Developing Collection Sets, Collections, Seeds, 
and Harvests
Before establishing collection sets, collections, seeds, and 
harvests, end users of the system will want to familiarize 
themselves with the project documentation and SFM’s user 
interface. The full report outlines scenarios for using the 
particular harvest types, such as Twitter User Timelines, 
Twitter Filters, and Twitter Searches. It is possible to 
capture both tweets and associated web content, which is 
a very useful but still somewhat experimental feature that 
opens up potential collection opportunities.
Once archival staff understand SFM’s basic functions, they 
can make decisions about how the tool will be used. Some 
considerations are worth extra attention by repository staff 
before they or other users begin establishing collection sets, 
collections, and seeds. SFM’s main purpose is to capture 
social media posts, not to describe them. Nor is it intended 
to help repositories develop a classification structure that 
relates collections to each other or to other documentation 
that the same person or organization might have created. 
Both of these tasks should be completed in external 
systems, such as a repository’s collection management 
software. Since people with access to SFM’s user interface 
can generate collection exports, archivists will want to 
establish SFM collections with an eye to how they will 
be exported, described, and preserved in external systems.
Figure 2 provides one example of how Twitter traffic 
might be packaged and described in an archival collections 
management system. The report also outlines several use 
cases and provides detailed recommendations for packag-
ing and writing descriptive metadata, outlining how social 
media archives might be exported from the system and 
ingested into preservation repositories. 
Community Recommendations
The SFM report provides some community recommen-
dations noting, that the most immediate opportunity is 
for more archives and libraries to implement SFM as a 
production service. Social media collecting is a new type 
of archival activity but one that many archives can and 
should pursue. SFM allows archivists, perhaps for the 
first time, the ability to intercept, capture, and preserve 
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Figure 2. Sample collection record and SFM record as an archival packet
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content at, or nearly at, the moment of its creation, as a 
normal part of archival work. In this respect, SFM puts 
into practice recommendations, such as those made long 
ago by David Bearman, that archivists capture records 
at the time they are transmitted, encapsulating all of 
the system metadata that allows them to be subjected 
to further manipulation. The content captured by SFM 
contains much more embedded metadata and provenance 
information than that typically received by archives. That 
said, the corporations that people use to produce social 
media posts determine how and whether the posts can 
be preserved. This differentiates social media from most 
other documentary formats, and the archives/library 
community has a stake in demonstrating the value of 
what we can do to preserve the content people produce 
while using social media technologies. Ideally, we would 
benefit from changes to copyright law to grant libraries 
and archives special exceptions to capture, preserve, and 
provide access to social media posts. 
In the meantime, there is much work to be done. The 
more frequently that archives implement SFM, the more 
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persuasively our community will demonstrate the value 
of capturing social media. I hope you will check out the 
full report on SFM and consider giving it a test run in 
your own repository!
Notes
1. Social Feed Manager, available on github.com 
/gwu-libraries/sfm-ui.
2. SFM Report, available at gwu-libraries.github.io 
/sfm-ui/posts/2017-06-19-prom-report.
3. JSON is a lightweight data-interchange format avail-
able at www.json.org.
4. Heretrix web archiving documentation is available at 
webarchive.jira.com/wiki/spaces/Heritrix/overview.
5. Information on Docker is available at opensource 
.com/resources/what-docker.
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